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THE SOCIOECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF WHITE AND NONWHITE POPULATIONS IN

GROWING AND DECLINING NONMETROPOLITAN COUNTIES, 1970

IntrodUction

The growth and declina of population is an issue of concern for

nonmetropolitan communities (Bollinger, 1972). Population change has

bean shown to be a detervin4nt of the composition of a community's

population (Duncan and Reiss, 1956), and it is generally considered to

be associated with the availability of services, amenities, and economic

opportunities (Folse and Riffe, 1969; Johansen, 1974).

Previous comparative research has invesagated the association of

population change with socioeconomic composition for cities and metro-

politan areas (Ogburn, 1936; Wu, 1945; Duncan and Reiss, 1956) and for

villages (Jenkins, 1940; Fuguitt and Field, 1972). The results of these

studies are remarkably consistent and they show that grovIng coimunitics

have younger age structures, higher socioeconomic status, and labor force

participation rates that suggest greater economic opportunity.

In a similar manner the research reported here compares the charac

teristics of growing and declining nonmetropolitan counties in 1970. In

addition, the present study provides separate analyses for whites and

nonwhites, and for the South and nonsouth regions.

Data and Methods

The units of observation in this research are nonmetropolitan

counties and county equivalents having 250 or more nonwhite residents.--
1/

1/ The delineation of metropolitan (SMSA) and nonmetropolitan counties

follows the official designation by the Office of Management and Budget

in April 1974. Our data were compiled prior to the final announcement

however, and we recognize only 612 metropolitan counties rather than the

official total of 626. Nonwhite refers to Negroes and other nt,nwhite

races. In the South this category is primarily composed of Negroes, but

the same is not true for the remainder of the country.
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Them are 1,308 such counties, about two-thirds of which are located

in the South (Table 1 and Figure 1). The characteristics data were com-

piled from the 1970 Census of Population, Fourth Count Summary Tape, file

C, and are based on a 20 percent sample of the population. 21

(Table 1 and Figure 1 about here)

To delineate growing and declining counties, I simply dichotomized

those that had grown by even one person from those that had not grown

or that had declined. Table 2 indicates that this procedure succeeds

in differentiating growing and declining counties: Regardless of the

level of urbanization or of the region, there is approximately 20 per-

centage points difference in the rate of population growth between the

two categories. Hence, even though the technique classifies borderline

cases into the various categories, it.tends to be quite adequate in

differentiating growing from declining counties.

(Table 2 about here)

The level of urbanization is introduced as a test factor to elabo-

rate the association between population change and population composition.

This is necessary because previous research has demonstrated that popu-

lation change and population composition bear a ccmmon association with

urbanization (Hathaway, et al., 1968). Hence, controlling for the level

2/ Using the procedure suggested in Appendix C of the 1970 Census,

PC(1)-C, I computed tests of statistical signifd,:ance between growing

and declining counties for each sample characteristic. With few excep-

tions these differences were significant at the .05 level, but in some

cases this may be due to the very large sample size upon which the statis-

tics were based (see Table 1). Hence, the mere presence of a significant

difference is not necessarily indicative of a difference that is substan-

tively important as well.
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of urbanization allows one to determine whether there is an actual link

between' population change and population composition, or whether the

observvd asssociation is merely due to the,common association with a third

extraneous variable.

Two urbanization categories were delineated by grouping together

those counties having 20,000 or more urban residents and those having

less than 20,000 urban residents. 21 This classification has been used

in previous research which indicates that the categories are substantially

.0
different is the characteristics of their populations (Hines, 1.7own, and

Zimmer, 1974).

Findings

A siicioeconomic profile of growing and declining nonmetropolitan

counties is displayed in Table 3. The table is composed of three pages--

M

one for the South, one for the nonsouth, and one for the nation as a

whole. Moreover, each page is composed of three panels--one for the

white population,, one for the.nonwhite population, and one for the total

population undifferentiated by race.

Age and Sex.--The age and sex composition of a community imposes

requireMents and limitations on each of its institutions. The age

structures of growing and declining counties are graphed in Figure 2.

These data indicate that declining counties have a deficit of young

adults (aged 15 to 45), and a surplus of persons age 45 and older. Hence,

in 1970, the median age of growing counties was 27.1 years compared with

29 years in declining counties. Similarly, growing counties were younger

3/ Urban residents are those persons who live in places of 2,500 ur
more population.

r



than declining counties in both categories of urbanization, and in both

the South and nonsouth regions (Table 3).

In contrast, the median age of the nonwhite population was slightly

higher in growing than in declining counties (21.2 years vs 20 years).

As demonstrated in Figure 3, this is because there was a surplus of young

nonwhite children, as well as of older adults in declining counties.

Hence, the effect of the older age groups was moderated and the median

age of the nonwhite population in declining counties was reduced. The

surplus of nonwhite children in declining .aunties is no doubt partly

attributable to high fertility, but there is evidence that it is also

due to the fact that a number of such children are left behind by parents

who moved to urban areas (U.S. Census of Population, 1972).

It should be pointed out that except for the surplus of nonwhite

children in declining areas, the shape of the white and nonwhite age

structures In growing and declining counties was essentially the same.

For both races, declining counties had a deficit of young adults and a

sur?lus of older persons. This is reflected in the dependency ratios

which, regardless of race, were higher in declining counties than in

growing counties (Table 3).

There were more males per 100 females in growing counties than in

declining counties, for both races, and .within control :ategories of

urbanization. This difference is attributable to the disparity in

length of life between males and females. That is, declining counties

had a larger proportion of elderly persons, and male mortality is con-

siderably higher than female mortality at these older ages (Kitagawa

and Hauser, 1973). The sex selectivity of migration from declining

s



areas may be another contributing factor.

Interestingly, sex differences between areas have generally been

explained by the nature of employmeni 'opportunities, and areas with

heavy employment in extractive industries have been shown to have high

ration of males to females. In the present data, declining counties had

Bower sex ratios than growing counties despite the fact that a larger

proportion of their labor force was employed in extractive industries.

Educational Attainment. -At the national level, educational attain-

ment was greater in growing counties (11.4 years vs 10.2 years), but this

aggregate pattern was not characteristic of all race and regional cate-

gories. For example, the difference in educational attainment for

southern whites seems to be attributable to the level of urbanization

rather tian to population change, and it washed out when urbanization

was controlled (Table 3). Similarly, in the nonsouth, there was very

little difference in educational attainment for whites between growing

and declining counties with 20,000 or more urban residents, although

growing counties did have higher educational attainment in less urbanized

areas.

In contrast, nonwhites in growing counties had higher levels of

educational attainment than their counterparts in declining counties.

In the South this difference was evident in both categories of urban-

ization, and in the nonsouth in more urbanized areas where educational

attainment in growing counties exceeded that in declining counties by

a full year (10.6 years .7s 9.6 years). Data from the Survey of Economic

Opportunity indicates that black migrants have higher educational levels



than nonmigrants, and hence, the differences in attainment discussed

above may be attributable to the education selectivity of migration from

declining areas (Beale, 1971).

Another contributing factor may be age composition, sines older

populations as found in declining counties would tend to have lower

educational status.

Income and 110--Median family income was substantially lower

in declining counties than in growing counties, regardless of race, region,
.0

or level or urbanization. Similarly, the pdrcentage of families falling

below the poverty line was higher in declining counties as well. The

differences in median family income ranged from 330 dollars for southern

whites in counties with less than 20,000 urban residents to nearly 2,000

dollars for nonwhites in nonsoutiern counties with less than 20,000 urban

population. Differences were generally greater for nonwhites than for

whites and in the nonsouth rather than in the South.

Employment and Industry.- -One explanation for differences in family

income may be that a larger proportion of the population participates .

in the labor force in growing than in declining counties. The data in

Table 3 indicates that this is a reasonable explanation. Regardless e

race, region, and le7e1 of urbanization, the labor force participation

rate of females in growing counties exceeded that in declining counties.

These differences seem to be greater for nonwhites than for whites, and

greater in the more urbanized counties.

In contrast, growing and declining counties differed only slightly

in the proportion of males participating in the lUbor force. Differences



were very small and inconsistent for whites, mid slight but consistently

in favor of growing counties for nonwhites.

Income and occupational status are generally thought to be positively

associated, and hence, another determinant of higher family income in

growing counties may be higher occupational status. The data in 'fable 3

do not indicate that this is the case. Only for nonwhites in the nonsouth

did occupational status consistently and substantially favor growing counties.

In the South, regardless of race or level of urbanization, differences

were slight and in must cases they favored de eliding areas.

Finally, differences in family income may be related to the industrial

composition of growing and declining counties. Most industries include

a wide range of occupations, yet certain industries have substantially

higher skill levels than others. Hence, the income distribution of an

area may be related to its industrfal composition. For example, Morrill

and Wohlenberg (1971) demonstrated that poVerty was directly associated

with the proportion of the labor force 0.4ployed in such industries as

agriculture and mining and inversely associated with employment in such

other industries as durable goods manufacturing and trade. Consequently,

if declining areas are characterized by low wage and low skill industries,

then this might explain their lower level of family income.

The data in Table 3 show that regardless of race, region, or level

of urbanization, declining counties had a larger proportion of their

labor force employed in extractive ir.dustry than was true of growing

counties. In addition, growing counLies, and erpecially growing counties

with less than 20,000 urban residents tended to have a higher percent of

" fir
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their labor force employed in manufacturing. The difference in manufac-

turing employment was greater for whites as compared to nonwhites and in

the South as compared to the nonsouth. On the other hand, there was

little association between population growth and decline and employment

in wholesale sand retail trade.

Discussion

The composition of a community's population is associated with its

current well being and with its potential as a place to live. For example,

.

the age and sox composition of a community imposes requirements and

limitations on each of its institutions. Age and sex structure have

implications for the size, rates of entry and departure, and other

aspects of the labor force, for family.formation and childbearing, for

the demand for housing units, and for the delivery of community, Health,

and social services. Each institution in a community has specific demo-

graphic requirements.

Although the differences between growing and declining counties were

not generally large, the data in this paper depict a population profile

in declining areas which is relatively less well off than that in growing

areas. Moreover, these differences were not diminished by controlling

for the level of urbanization (except educational attainment), and in most

cases they held for both whites and nonwhites, and in the South and non-

south regions. In addition, the technique used to delineate the growing

and declining categories did not seek to emphasize the extreme cases,

and hence, it is unlikely that the differences discussed above are arti-

facts of the growth aad decline dichotomy.
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Perhaps the most important difference between growing and declining

counties is the age composition of their populations. Declining counties

were shown to have a deficit of working age population and a surplus of

the elderly. Mureover, the nonwhite population in declining counties was

shown to have a surplus of young children as well. Youth and the aged

are generally thought of as being the dependent segments of a population.

These groups have relatively low rates of labor force participation and

they require a number of societal supports including educational and

10

custodial institutions and health and income maintenance.

Paradoxically, many counties that declined in population between

1960 and 1970 experienced growth in the number of occupied housing units.

In general, this is attributable to the reduced size of households in the

/1/
United States, and for rural areas in particular it is associated with

the large number of elderly persons who continue to live in a separate

household after their children have left home, or after the loss of a

spouse. Thi:; is an important consideration for a community because many

services are distributed un a household basis rather than on a per capita

basis. Hence, declining population has not necessarily meant a declining

need for housing units, or for fuel, water, and services associated with

huusing.

Declinini; counties were also Aown to ie' behind growing counties

in family income, and it was suggested that this difference was ..elated

to lower levols of labor force participation by females and a higher

4/ Average numhnr of persons per household declined from 3.67 in 1960

to 3.01 in 1973 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, Decennial Censuses and Current

Population Reports) .

r-
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proputtion of the labor force employed in low waive and low skill extrac-

tive industries in declining counties.

In his discussion of the objectives of population distribution policy,

Edgar Hoover (1972) indicated that one broad aim is a rapid advancement

of the nation's per capita real income. The realization of this objective

would require that population and economic activity be located where they

can contribute Nost effectively to national per capita output. Hence,

the spatial misallocation of manpower and capital is clearly to be avoided.

. .

Hoover suggested that a strategy of enhahced mobility (for both labor

and capita].) is the most fundamental way in which a government can influ-

ence spatial allocation with the aim of increaaing national per capita

output. Moreover, it follows that in many.instances this strategy requires

the 1.14;r ation of puuple and businesses from areas of low marginal produe-

tivity to areas of higher marginal productivity.

The data presented in this paper indicate that there are costs as

well as benefits involved in the redistribution of people and activities.

In this case the burden tends to fall on the remaining residents of de-

clining areas, and hence, it appears that a number of supplemental supports

are requtred to dual with such people.

Educational and training programs are required for the youth and

working age populations. The skills and knowledge gained in such programs

will make it easier for these persons to obtain ewpl-yment. Middle age

and elderly persons, on the other hand, require dif!rcnt sorts of support.

Hence, unless we are ready to compel persons to move from their homes,

a number of community, health, and social services will be needed to

ensure a decent standard of living and a decent community in which to



live. There is little question but that these programs will require

state and/or federal subsidies.

The descriptive research reported here is but a first step in a

larger study of the consequences of population change for nonmetropolitan

areas. I plqn to reanalyze the data using a multiple regression approach,

and I plan to develop a recursive liaear model in which age composition

is posited as an intervening variable between population change and

socioeconomic composition.
rib
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